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TillY
Tilly stooped to wipe up the puddle of stewed tomatoes that had
spilled over the side of the mason jar. She caught the spreading juice
in O tattered blue and white checked dish towel. While still on her knees
she traced the multitude of stains on the yellowing linoleum floor. The
symmetry of the shapes was as beautiful to Tilly as the portrait of the
old block woman that her grandmother had worshipped almost as
faithfully as she had Jesus Christ. It was an oil painting of an elderly
Negro woman clutching the Bible in one hand and the shackles from
her slave days in the other. The tears that rolled down her cheeks channeled through the wrinkles on her face. Her grandmother had lovingly
hung the painting over her bed and every night, before going to sleep,
she would kiss the beautifully wrinkled dried lips of the old woman.
Til ly's thoughts were halted by the slamming of the screen door.
·woman, whatcha doin' lollygaggin' around on the floor like ya
ain't got nothin ' to do? I guess you done forgot we have four more
bushels of tomatoes to put up before the end of the week.'
·we, Mac? Whose we? You must be talkin' 'bout me and this Iii
mouse I got tucked in my pocket, cause I don 't see you doin' anything
that resembles puttin' up tomatoes. All I ever see you doin' is sittin' out
1n the back drinkin' lemonade and instructin' them little boys on the
right and wrong way to pick up a tomato. The hardest work I done
seen you do all day is liftin ' your fat rear end outta that chair so you
con rid youself of some of that lemonade.'
'Lord sweet heavenly Jesus. Ain't it just like an old colored woman,
forever fussin '. A man does everything he knows how to give his woman
the good life and she can 't find it in her heart to do nothing but complain. Complain, complain, complain.'
'The good life.' Tilly mumbled to herself.
·scuse me?'
'Nothin '. We done run outta jars again. Your gonna have to go
down to Tucket's and get some more: She had stopped reo//yfighting
with Mac years ago. After thirty years of marriage even the occasional
fits of screaming and throwing glasses and plates got old. Besides, it
did absolutely no good because Mac was stone deaf to any words
that were unpleasing to his ears. And after all, if she was going to use
up all that energy fighting with someone, it might as well be somebody
she cared more than spit about.
'I'm feelin ' kinda tired today ... •
'Today and everyday:
·There ya go again, complain, complain, complain. I swear to
mercy there just ain't no pleasein ' ya: He then proceeded to roll his
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eyeballs heavenward to address the cobweb hanging gracefully 1
the right corner of the kitchen ceiling. ·Lord Jesus, give me the stren
to get through these trying times. Lord ya know how I . •
·Are you goin' to go get those Jars or am I goin' have to get the
myself?'
·well, Honey, maybe you better go get em, ya know, my bod feet
and all . A man don 't wanna push his health ya know. We ain 't as young
as we used to be, Tilly.'
Tilly was all too aware of the passage of time. Of course Mac had
never been young to Tilly. He had been twenty years older than her
when they married But in the passing years Tilly had grown so old 111
mind and spirit that the age difference had become insignificant Preparing to leave for Tucket's, Tilly carefully screwed the rubber-lined lid
on the last jar of tomatoes and set it in the crate alongside the other
twenty-four. She turned to pick up her purse off the kitchen table Just 1
time to watch Mac climb the stairs to his bedroom for his afternoon
nap. His arthritic legs wobbled unsteadily. He always made it look like
more of a struggle than it really was. Pity. That's the name of the game
Always keep Tilly feeling sorry for you. That'll keep her in line.
Tilly cruised down Jay Street on her way to Tucket's, enJoying the
breeze circulating through the open car window She loved driving
down Jay Street, being surrounded by familiar faces and sounds
People like Roberta Simpson, with her old nosey self Roberta was an
institution on Jay Street. Nobody in the neighborhood knew just how old
she was, but it was a general consensus that Roberta hod been around
about as long as dirt. She, her mother. and her little brother Som
had been one of the first black fam1l1es to move to Jay Street. Roberta
knew everyone's business and never hesitated to share her wealth of
knowledge with anyone who was willing to listen Everybody in the
neighborhood knew that if you wanted to get the dirt on someone a
you had to do was sit down for an afternoon of coffee and almond
cookies with Roberta. There were also characters like Peapod and
Gingersnap Ray who spent the biggest part of their day standing on
the corner of Fifth and Jay lying to each other.
Tilly pulled into a parking space in front of Tucket's. She was Just
within ear shot of Gingersnap and Peapod 's latest prate
·Hey Ginger, man did I tell you I got me a letter from my aunt down
South? She told me she was puttin' me in her will'
·1s that right?"
·vea buddy. The way I got it figgered when the old lady finally
kicks off I'll be raking in pret' near $2,000 bucks.'
·That much, huh?'
Tilly tilted her head closer to the open window making certain she
didn't miss a word
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'Sho nuff, and that's Just for starters I did tell you 'bout her yacht,
didn't I?'
"Her yacht?'
·vou say that like you don't believe me, but I swear if I'm lying I'm
dyin She keeps 1t tied up 1n her backyard. She probably gonna give
that to me too."
·peapod brother, that shit ain't noth1n' I got a aunt up 'round
Chicago that got plenty more money than your aunt."
'Right, and even if she do, you ain't gettin' none of it·
'Like hell I ain't Peapod man, I will have you know that out of all
my mother's sons I'm my aunt's favorite·
·considering your family, that ain't sayin' a whole lot."
'Did I tell you 'bout her condominium in Florida? Yea man, it's huge
and it looks right out over the Pacific. Out on the beach they got these
Iii things called sand crabs that come right up to you and you can
teed them Just like pets."
'Ginger, you full of shit·
'Oh yea? Well suck my dick."
·would man, but I ain't got time for a search party."
Tilly figured that the two of them could go on like this deep into
the night. She got out of the car and headed toward the store. giving
a little wink to Ginger and Peapod as she passed.
Tilly loved Jay street. Any time of the day or night you could hear
music blaring, kids showing off their new steps while the old folks
showed off their old steps. Men harmonizing on the steps outside Clark's
grocery, and little kids roller skating down the middle of the street daring
the cars to hit them. Just walking down the street made Tilly feel like
she was a part of something big
She and Mac had arrived on Jay street just two days after they
got morned Their honeymoon had been spent packing their meager
belongings in the back of an old raggedy Ford pick-up that Mac had
been gypped into buying. Tilly had never really thought much about
marriage but when Mac came by telling her that he had been offered
a Job putting up fence post in Indiana and he wanted her to come
with him, Tilly jumped at the opportunity. She had not been in love with
Mac but marriage was a way to escape her prosaic life in East
Bernstadt, Kentucky. Although Tilly was underage, because her grandmother had died some months before, she had no one's permission to
ask, so she and Mac married right away. The last thing Tilly did before
she left Kentucky was take the old woman's painting down and put it
with the rest of her grandmother's things. Her tears seemed to Tilly to
be flowing heavier than before. Tilly guessed that she did not have the
old woman's blessings. Actually, Mac had been a vert attractive man
of 36, though he had told Tilly that he was 26. He had thick, slightly
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nappy brown hair that he kept tamed down with a generous porti
of conking oil. His skin was the color of hot chocolate laced with Car
nation milk. His lips were not as meaty as Tilly would have liked, but
many other women found them quite satisfactory. But after their mar
riage Mac's features gradually changed. Day after day he got fatter
and balder and his skin became an ashy grey color His once straight
white teeth yellowed and steadily decreased in number until you could
count the number of teeth in Mac 's mouth on one finger. Tilly had often
thought that maybe if there had been children in the house things
would have been different between her and Mac.
In all their years of marriage Tilly had only given birth to one child
Ava. But one night after only seven months of breathing, Ava 's breath
just stopped. Mac didn't get too torn up about it. He had wanted a
boy anyway. The tragedy left Tilly almost desperate to experience
motherhood. Yet no matter how had she tried Tilly was never able to
conceive another child. Eventually Mac suggested that she sleep i
the guest room. It was just as well for Tilly, Mac had never bothered t
make it worth her while anyway.
By the time Tilly reached Tucket's, the Saturday night crowd had
already started to gather. Some years back Tucket's had become the
official hangout for the fun-loving men and women of Jay street. It was
a laidback atmosphere where people could forget about the hard
labor of the past week, financial worries, family troubles, and just enjoy
living. The weekly checker game had also become a tradition. The
men would play while the women watched and signified.
' Fred, whycha move your man over there? Ya should have moved
it right over there where I told ya to.·
'Will ya hush Vera? Ya makin' me lose my concentration.'
'Whatcha concentratin' with, Fred? Everybody knows you ain't got
the sense God gave a grape. You should let me play 'against ya. I'd
give ya a run for your money.'
' Nothin' doin', Vera . First time we let a woman in on the game she'I
try to take over. The next thing we'll look up and we 'll be playing t
game with yellow and purple pieces on a calico board .'
Vera Washington was always making small talk with the menwhen she wasn 't taking them to bed. Vera had a reputation for sleeping
with other women 's husbands. Back about 20 years ago Vera and Mac
had been keeping time together. Mac would get off work on Friday
pick up Vera, and then Vera and his paycheck would drive down to
Oxford for the weekend . He'd take her around town, bar hopping and
treating her like she was the Queen of Sheba. Then on Sunday mornin
he'd come dragging in wanting to know where his breakfast was. Till
only let this go on for a few weeks, then she quickly and forcefully p
a stop to it. One bright August Sunday, she waited patiently on the big
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overstuffed davenport in the front room for Mac to return from one of
his weekend excursions. On her lap she held a double-barreled shotgun
that she had borrowed from old man Harris down the street. She told
him that her basement was full of rats and she was going to use the
gun to blast them. When Mac walked in the door the only thing visible
to him was the two holes in the end of the shotgun. Then Tilly, in the
gentle, unemotional tone that had become her style, simply informed
Mac that if she ever heard tell of him and Vera doing any kind of
swinging together she was going to blow his balls off - and that was
the end of that.
It wasn 't that Tilly particularly minded that Mac was having an
affair but she'd be damned if he was going to be messing with a
woman that was ten years older than her and looked like she was
second kin to the horse family. For Tilly it was one thing for her husband
to be adulterating with a sweet young thing but it was quite humiliating
for him to be stepping out on her with an old, ugly horse.
Tilly pried herself away from the checker game and walked up to
the service counter.
'What can I do ya for, Tilly Bell?"
Ti lly loved for Tucket to call her Tilly Bell. It made her feel young
and beautiful again.
'Well Tucket, I need some more jars. We done ran out again.'
'That man got you canning more tomatoes? That's a damn shame.
Let me tell ya, if I had a good lookin' woman like you livin' in my
house - well, let's just say the kitchen would not be the room we'd be
spendin' all our time in."
'Elroy Tucket, you better hush your fresh mouth, I'm a married
woman. Besides, I bet you say that very same line to all the broken
down old ladies that come in her."
'Well, Tilly Bell, if all the broken down old ladies that came through
that door looked as fine as you, I'd shonuff be complimentin' them all .
But, I been tendin ' this store for close to 42 years now and I have yet
to see a woman in this town that could hold a candle to you."
'Hush now 'fore I get to turning all red in the face.·
Tilly had often fantasized about having a torrid affair with Tucket. But
as quickly as the thought entered her mind she would just as quickly
brush it aside. From past experience she had found that the dream
itself was much more pleasant than the actual fulfi Ilment of the dream.
'Can I put these in the car for ya, Tilly?" Tucket had already picked
up the case of jars and started heading for the door without waiting
for her answer.
'Why thank ya, Tucket, that's mighty sweet of ya ."
Tuc ket loaded the case of bell jars into the trunk of Tilly's car. He
turned and gave her a playful pat on the rump and strutted toward the
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front door of the store, stopping once to sit Exodus Jones, the neighbor
hood drunk, upright on the stop. Tilly stood by the car a little longer to
watch Tucket's petite frame disappear inside the store. She admi red
the way his pants bagged on his slightly flat rearend
Tilly slid into the front seat of the car and slammed the door The
noise aroused a flicker of life in Exodus. His left eye lid fluttered as he
slowly fell back over on his side. He drew his hungry looking body into
a semicircle and drifted back into his comatose state - never once
spilling so much as a drop of his bottle's precious contents.
Tilly drove slowly down Jay street, her eyes gliding from one side
of the street to the other. On the right of her she watched a set of plump
twin boys, with sandy colored afros and dirty noses, riding double on
the banana seat of an old, rusty, blue bicycle Tilly wondered who their
father was. She'd have to ask Roberta . She knew their mother was
Marta Calloway. She also knew that if their mother was Marta then their
daddy had to be white. That was the only type of men Marta liked If
they were white and clean, she was satisfied. Most of the folks on Joy
Street detested Marta because of her preference in men and they
treated her like a leper. The men felt insulted and the women used
Marta 's situation as a conversation piece. Anytime they were hard
pressed for something to talk about they could always bring up Marta
That subject was good for at least a couple of hours of talk. Tilly didnt
care one way or the other. As far as she was concerned, if Marta
wanted to sleep with white men and risk catching some kind of white
disease, then that was her business. After all she had a black man and
he was no prize either.
Tilly pulled the gold Pontiac up to the curb in front of 321 North
Jay. She noticed that some of the shingles on the roof were starting to
slide. She'd have to get one of Lydia 's boys to fix the roof for her She
had just payed out $75.00 to get the hole in the front porch patched
up. It was all Frito 's fault. If she hadn't been trying to jitterbug, with her
fat self, she never would have fallen through the loose boards on the
porch and Tilly wouldn 't have had to get it fixed until at least next wi nter.
Lord, she was tired of pouring money into that old toreup house. She
had never liked the house, but it had been cheap so Mac bought it
Tilly didn't bring up the idea of moving anymore. She knew Mac would
scoff at the mere suggestion of finding a new place to live. Besides it
would probably kill him to leave his funky garden.
Tilly carried the case of jars inside and set them on the kitchen
table. She heard Mac struggling down the stairs before she actually
saw him. She noticed that the lag between each step was a little longer
than usual.
·va have any trouble gettin ' the Jars?'
'What kind of trouble was I goin' to have gettin' some jars, Mac?'
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·Just trying to make conversation:
·Mac, don 'tcha' think we're just a little too old for you to be startin'
orneth1ng new, like holding decent conversation?·
5
·Lord, Just ain 't no pleasin' ya . Did you remember to get my
medicine?·
·you didn 't tell me you was out, Mac:
·1 surely did, you Just gettin' old and forgetful, that all. You know
theY say that's the first thing to go on a woman.·
·well, we both know what the first thing to go on a man is, don't
we?'
Mac ignored the insult and shuffled over to the kitchen table to
examine the new jars. He swayed a little latching onto the back of the
kitchen chair to steady himself.
"Tucket pick these out for ya?·

·vea:

·He sho is good at runnin' that little store of his. Ain't too good at
keep1n· a woman though How many wives has he had now, 'bout two
if my memory seNes me correctly. Has it been two, Tilly?'
·something like that. I don't really keep track of Tucket's affairs·
"Uhm, yea well, he lies too. He says things that anyone with a half
a brain would know he was lyin', especially that mess he tells women.
Have you noticed how much he lies?" Mac pulled a chair out from the
table, wheezing a little as he eased himself into it.
"No, can't say that I have· Tilly began filling the kitchen sink with
hot water. She decided to wash the new Jars out tonight so she could
get on early start on tomorrow 's canning . She loved plunging her hands
into the worm soapy water. It was the best time for dreaming. Her mind
ployed with the idea of catching a Greyhound out of Indiana and
heading back to Kentucky. A cool breeze coming in from the open
window, passed over her face, drying some of the sweat that had
accumulated on her forehead. She imagined her and Tucket on a wild
road odyssey to nowhere. She could almost feel the rushing wind whipping through the open car window.
Tilly plunged her hands deeper into the sink causing some water
to splash out on the floor.
"Damn woman, watch watcha' doin,' your makin' a mess all over
the floor.·
Tilly reached for a dishtowel and bent down to soak up the water.
She swished her index finger in the soapy pool and fantasized about
her and Tucket on an empty beach. Two old black folks playing tag
on the sand and soaking each other with ocean water. As night approached they would lie on a red blanket and explore each other's
age-worn bodies. Then finally, at dusk, Tucket would roll over and take
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